BARBARIAN STORIES

'You!' he said, 'such of you as are true maidens can go
to the little bower and pray; no one will hurt you
against your will. But such of you as are women shall
stay here and make a merry time of it for my men.
And I know for sure that this will be most of you, so
if those that are no maids go with the others, it will be
the worse for you all!'

The women said nothing to him, but there was an
immediate stir of whispers and fidgets, and some of
them, mostly the very young or the very old, slipped
out with their hands at their mouths or pulling their
dresses straight about them. Theophano turned so
that she could see it all; she was very much interested.
Sveneld let go her wrists and just held her, gently but
firmly, round the shoulders.

It took a minute or two. Three of the prettier
women tried to go, but were held or pushed back by
the others. Theophano looked hard at them all, one
after another; some of them blushed and winced, and
some of them looked away, but none of them dared
really stare her back. She felt Sveneld's fingers come
creeping over her shoulders, feeling for her breasts;
she leant a little against him. Two of the slave-girls
went last, among the maidens, Anna Maria the out-
side one and nearest the men. Sveneld caught her eye,
and she his. She hung back, looking at him. Sud-
denly she said, in a shrill, jumping voice that was
meant to be soft but that they heard all over the
room: 'I am a true maid, yet I would stay here,
Sveneld, but not for any of your men!*
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